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Whilst acting on space can be contentious and complex – especially in territorialised 
spaces such as those of Northern Ireland – it nevertheless offers a site from which 
much can be learnt. Writing from the combined experience of our practice, teaching 
and research, we argue that when local residents and stakeholders are supported by 
facilitating creative professionals, the experience of acting on space can be 
transformative, not just for the built environment but for the individuals and 
communities involved. This paper will examine socio-spatial practices that we have 
developed through PS2, a Belfast-based artist-led collective, and Street Society, an 
annual one-week environmental design and creative event, facilitated by 
Architecture academics from the School of the Built and Natural Environment at 
Queen’s University Belfast, bringing community clients and students of architecture 
together. 
We have previously presented a reading of the architect as pedagogue,1 
arguing that architectural processes inevitably create a site of learning. Indeed, we 
have shown that didactic opportunities arise where the architect, as an experienced 
learner, encourages and supports others new to the process into and through the 
complex, civic puzzle that is architecture.2 This acknowledges the importance of 
architects knowing ‘when and how to be present’, sometimes as designer but 
equally, at other times, as ‘teacher, facilitator, advocate, translator.’ The practices we 
review here are not about buildings – or, at least, not yet about buildings. They 
belong to an architecture that exists before, around and after the building, aligning 
with processes that could, but may not, lead to a built object. Whilst building might 
not be central to the work, the practices are within the culture of built objects and 
remain at ‘the scale of buildings’.3 Thus, like a growing number of others, we have a 
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broad understanding of architectural practice, and the examples examined here sit 
within that expanded field.4  
We describe this work in terms of socio-spatial practices, although other 
terms prevalent in contemporary practice such as: ‘socially engaged practice’, 
‘relational practice’ or ‘community-based practice’ could equally be used to name 
what we have done, since they stem from a similar motivation: what Peter Bishop 
and Lesley Williams call ‘a belief in the empowering creativity of collective action 
and shared ideas.’5 We prefer the term ‘socio-spatial practice’ because it flags the 
importance of human relations and social context, but equally the space or place of 
those relations. A further question informs the work: whether socio-spatial practices 
are a legitimate form of architectural practice and, if so, how can they be clarified to 
bring alternative perspectives by applying theoretical concepts? 
The practices of PS2 and Street Society, discussed here, are located in what is 
called the post-conflict context of Northern Ireland. ‘Post conflict’ is the term loosely 
applied to the period following the cessation of (intra-state) conflict in 1994 followed 
by a peace agreement – known as both the Belfast, and the Good Friday, Agreement 
– of 1998.6 More than 20 years later, peace is still an ongoing process. It is a delicate 
balance affected as much by internal tensions as external influences. The practices 
discussed in this paper take place on so-called contested sites, seeking-out and 
working with communities where tensions created during the period of conflict, 
known as ‘the Troubles’, remain tangible and unresolved. 
For PS2, the drive to, connect art and society in a barrier free way, outside the 
exclusivity of white cube galleries and the lack of diversity of people engaging with 
art, meant that working within contested sites offered fruitful areas for interaction. 
Similarly, for Street Society, the pedagogical drive was to open-up the architecture 
design studio and spill its contents onto the streets. In its early stages, the intent was 
to ‘work with/or in ways visible to people on the outside’;7 or, as Bryan Bell 
articulates, for: ‘the 98% [of the general public] without access to architects’.8 This 
position drew from a belief that learning experiences created through design 
pedagogy would have as much social value as educational value, perhaps more so in 
those places where conventional forms of spatial practice wouldn’t or couldn’t go.  
In what follows, we first describe the post-conflict context to demonstrate its 
import and impact on the socio-spatial practices described. We then account for the 
practices at stake both visually and textually before discussing pedagogical linkages. 
The paper culminates with a treatise, setting out the distinct ‘capacities’ that 
improvisation and socio-spatial practices share.  
 
The post conflict context 
PS²’s so-called outside projects, like those of Street Society, have taken place in areas 
where communities remain physically separated by walls, fences and cleared areas 
of land – known variously as interfaces, peace walls and/or peacelines9 – within 
Northern Ireland’s post-conflict setting. In this context, any development has to 
ensure a perceived balance of investment across the two dominant communities.10 
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Whilst violence has significantly diminished since the peace agreement, the fear of a 
return to violence dominates. At times, logical and progressive stances seem rare. 
Instead, extreme sensitivity and ingrained conservatism remain pervasive at all 
levels of decision-making. This is a context that is frequently antithetical to risk-
taking, taboo-breaking and creative actions – yet, at times, these seem the only way 
to move forward. 
Both practices directly engage with contested sites and divided communities 
that are under-resourced and overlooked. The sites in question are usually the last 
places where architects and architecture are to be found. They seem to assault 
aesthetically sensibilities, secreting a bleakness that causes even the most optimistic 
practitioner to draw breath. Whilst the outcomes of Street Society and PS2’s outside 
projects may initially resemble other socio-spatial projects that occur in other parts of 
the world (for example in Berlin, London, Barcelona or New York), the post-conflict 
context means that they encounter unique local and political challenges. Over the 
course of the last 20 years, however, the peace process has brought substantial EU 
Peace funding alongside local government and Community Foundation funding. 
This income has a limited life span, so when investment occurs it is critical that it 
counts. There is little room and time for error, but still room for experimentation. 
In 2014, a policy roundtable was organised on the theme of ‘Critical Urban 
Space’ at which we presented.11 The event occurred within the context of the 
Northern Ireland Executive’s strategy Together: Building a United Community of May 
2013 (T:BUC), which aimed to reduce and remove all interface barriers between 
communities by 2023 and create what was termed ‘urban villages’12 in some of the 
most contested spaces and divided communities. The roundtable briefing document 
acknowledged the enormous challenges behind transforming contested spaces into 
shared spaces and referenced key research on the attitudes of the general public and 
those people living adjacent to the peacewalls dividing communities.13 The research 
identified key areas to consider in order to ensure successful policy implementation. 
It covered: more effective information sharing; better consultation, involvement and 
better understanding of those people divided by the walls; and the necessity for 
‘joined-up’ government, since bureaucracy is serially perceived as a greater barrier 
than the walls. The researchers also asked for ‘greater emphasis at the macro-level in 
terms of encouraging imagination [authors’ italics] around what the landscape might 
look like’. Many of the areas identified by the researchers were reflected in the work 
we offered for discussion at the policy roundtable, but the phrase ‘encouraging 
imagination’ proved to be a particularly useful opening for creative socio-spatial 
practices. 
In the case of contested sites and divided communities at the centre of T:BUC 
initiatives, it was critical to encourage imagination in order to de-programme spaces 
from old behaviours and associations, and re-programme them with alternative 
potentials and new futures. In this way, the process becomes equal to, if not more 
valuable than, the physical end product. As Doina Petrescu, an early collaborator 
and mentor of PS2, says of participatory projects, ‘[…] the process is somehow more 
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important than the result, the assemblage more important than the object, the 
deterritorialisation more important that the construction of territories.’14 In this way 
the process of acting on space does not have to align directly to the design or 
alteration of permanent physical space: it can equally be aligned to the temporal 
activation of space, that is, the socio-spatial practices at the heart of this paper. 
Nothing directly emerged from the roundtable, however connections were 
made to people who were later appointed to the team tasked with delivering The 
Urban Villages Initiative, a headline action within the NI Executive’s T:BUC Strategy 
and overseen by the Executive Office. Those connections supported some of the 
work explored in the next section. 
 
Two inter-related practices  
The two practices at the heart of this paper are distinct yet inter-related: one 
constitutes creative activism; the other, within the academy, emerges from 
architectural teaching and research. 
 
PS2 and the outside projects 
The first of the two practices accounted for here: the ‘outside projects’ are part of PS2, 
an artist run voluntary arts organisation located in Belfast city centre.15 PS² has two 
primary aims: first, to offer artist studio spaces and; second, to organise and facilitate 
engaged and risk-taking art projects both in a dedicated project space and outdoors, 
i.e. ‘fringe’ sites in the city and further afield. This latter work, ‘the outside projects’, 
focuses on urban intervention and social interaction between artists, cultural 
practitioners, architects, multi-disciplinary groups, theorists, and local residents. It is 
social in emphasis, and deals in experiment and risk. 
PS2 has been involved in a range of short-term projects at various sites across 
the city, but more consistently it pursues longer term engagement through a 
sustained, if sporadic, sequence of activities in one place, focused on curating 
people, place and creativity. The work is spatial though not always architectural, 
and is located chiefly in two sites: one on an interface in North Belfast,16 the other in 
a rural community, south-east of Belfast. Both sites are defined by their contested 
pasts and, as yet, unreconciled communities. They are also, as is so often the case, 
areas of high social and economic deprivation. 
 
Street Society  
This practice was located within the Architecture discipline at Queen’s University 
Belfast.17 It ran from 2010-2018 as an annual week-long design event for both 
undergraduate and postgraduate students, accommodating 95-120 students each 
year, working in small teams of mixed experience. 
Street Society started in the same form as other live projects in schools of 
architecture: bringing clients from community and voluntary sectors together with 
students of architecture to work on spatial needs. Over time it became more than a 
pedagogical experience for students, and was known as a cultural event in the 
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school’s calendar – loved by students and clients alike but also surrounded by 
critical voices. The external critique was that it rarely produced any ‘interesting’ 
architecture – perhaps due to the short timescale of a week, perhaps due to the 
influence of ‘real’ clients. Internally, the critique was that the clients were drawn 
from the same societal groups that always have access to architecture. Across ‘live 
project’ teaching in architecture schools, James Brown has identified that project 
clients typically come through existing academic networks but that there was an 
acknowledgment that working with clients in the public or third sector was 
‘potentially more interesting’.18 In Northern Ireland, it is difficult to remain oblivious 
of the exterior world and its politics, even within the apparent haven of a university. 
The dichotomy between what was being experienced on the architecture course and 
what was being lived in the communities beyond was heightened all the more by the 
on-going discussions that followed the 2014 roundtable on Critical Urban Space. 
In Spring 2015, the Northern Ireland Executive’s Urban Villages team became 
involved with Street Society, securing a location for the event in East Belfast within 
one of five proposed Urban Villages. This location required students to work away 
from the campus and in direct contact with a range of neighbourhood clients, most 
of whom had been drawn into the process by the Urban Villages team. Street Society 
became an embedded part of the Strategic Framework in Eastside, East Belfast.19 
These clients and their context were unlike any of the clients from previous 
years and well outside the network of academia. By the end of that week, the 
potential of Street Society, witnessed by the Urban Villages team, led to two years 
funding through the Executive Office. Street Society subsequently worked across all 
five designated Urban Villages over the next two years, in some of the most under-
served communities in Northern Ireland, contributing to the NI peace-building 
process. The funding allowed a team of researchers and postgraduate students to 
work for five months in advance of each Street Society event, meeting and working 
with people in the Urban Villages to explore and capture a potential issue (brief) for 
the students to address during the week. This period was critical for the 
development of working relationships, and for clarifying roles and expectations.20  
Lasting only one-week, Street Society was not capable of offering architectural 
solutions (‘interesting’ or otherwise). Instead it helped to demonstrate possibilities, capture 
existing ideas; encourage the imaginations of all involved, and expose the values of the 
locality, its existing assets and future potentials. The involvement of community 
organisations also evidenced their capacity, their desire for and commitment to change. In 
some cases, this led to tangible change, as projects were successfully used in organisations’ 
business plans directed towards funding agencies, or were approved for Urban Village 
capital investment. 
 
Register of Work  
Before exploring particular case studies, we will highlight the range of projects 
undertaken by PS2 and Street Society as a register of work. 
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PS2 Space Shuttle: Six projects of urban creativity and social interaction (August 2006-May 
2007)  
Space Shuttle [1-3] was a multi-functional, scaled replica of the PS² project space in 
Donegall Street, Belfast. This 12 m² portacabin type module was sent into ‘orbit’ for 
six missions, at locations across Belfast not normally associated with cultural 
production. For up to two weeks, interdisciplinary artists, initiatives and community 
organisations used the device as a platform for urban creativity and social 
interaction. Space Shuttle was one of the earliest projects that PS2 initiated outside of 
its project space. It trialled a range of interactions – some deeply collaborative, others 
more artist-led. The accompanying text and images illustrate 3 of the 6 missions. 
 
Mission One: Pass Odyssey (Call Centre Collective) 
An interdisciplinary group of artists, designers and architects worked four months 
in advance with local community representatives to set up two weeks of activities 
with young people and residents of Donegall Pass, a loyalist inner city community. 
Using the shuttle as a multi-functional stage, the group initiated a series of events 
and provocative multi-media activities that used the environment as their theme; 
collecting local data and carrying out spatial explorations. 
 
Mission Five: Find your Perfect Location (Mick O’Kelly) 
With the drive to promote Belfast as a desirable cultural and economic centre, Mick 
O’Kelly converted the shuttle into a mobile apartment, where the selling point was 
the buyer’s ability to choose their desired location [4]. 
 
Mission Six: [Humans Identified] (Amy Russell in partnership with Barnardo’s) 
As experts in direct community actions, the charity organisation Barnardo’s, 
together with the artist Amy Russell, were invited to open up the ‘art’ field and to 
challenge the topic of social intervention in St. Aidan’s Christian Brothers Primary 
School, West Belfast. This allowed Space Shuttle to question and expand the 
boundaries of ‘art in a social context’ and the subject of ‘social engagement’ in art 
[5].  
 
PS² Ballykinler/Ballykinlar (2009-ongoing) 
Ballykinler/Ballykinlar is a long term, ongoing spatial relationship for PS2 [6]. It is 
part of a wider concern by PS² for art initiatives in rural contexts that demonstrate 
the gap between urban and rural conditions in terms of cultural provision, desires 
and political preconceptions. With its seaside location and the Mourne Mountains as 
a backdrop, the village of Ballykinler in Co. Down seems idyllic. But to one side of 
the village is the gated compound of a long-established British Army site. It is a 
complex context, and PS2 has co-produced a range of projects in the village with 
local residents and local artist-activist Anne Marie Dillon. A variety of projects that 
have emerged from these relationships. 
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Up-Down (February-May 2011): Four community art workshops and one Village 
Fair (initiated by PS² and Anne-Marie Dillon) 
The interest and need for ‘culture’ in a village like Ballykinler is great; occasional 
drama classes, craft courses etc. are well attended. They happen however only 
sporadically, as isolated events, and offer no continuity. Ballykinlar and Tyrella 
Cross-Community Association and especially local artist-activist Anne-Marie Dillon 
worked hard to bring cultural activities into the village on a regular basis. Their 
struggle to establish a community centre led to imaginative, temporary projects in 
association with PS², often located in the open or in mobile caravans and containers 
[7]. Up-Down was a deliberate shift from a city orientated curatorial practice to a 
non-urban, rural environment. For the community of Ballykinler, it was a chance to 
highlight creative potential and community spirit and to develop a local cultural 
process of change and activism.  
 
Local Souvenir (lead artist: public works) 
The box held by a local resident contains a scaled-down ceramic version of the 
caravan she stands in front of [8]. The caravan – the Ballykinlar Mobile Community 
Centre – was an earlier project lead by Local Artist, Anne-Marie Dillon and the 
Forever Young Pensioner Group. 
 
Street Society: Street Society Week 
The images [9] illustrate the process of the Street Society week, the process of 
building relationships and defining briefs having already begun five months in 
advance. Students are involved in researching, analysing and designing in groups, 
based in spaces within each of the communities they are working for; presenting 
their final analysis and designs to clients and client feedback. The students come 
together at the end of the project, in this instance in 2016, to present their work on 
placards – as symbols of protest – back in the university quadrangle.  
 
Street Society: Representations 
The images [10-18] show the range of representation used by the students in Street 
Society. They are used for analysis of existing spaces, representing heights and 
massing through models, testing masterplanning proposals from others and for 
representing how spaces might look in the future. Such modes of representation are 
used to open up dialogue with community representatives rather than present a 
final conclusion. At the end of each Street Society, all the outputs – drawings, 
animations, models, objects and sketches were handed over to the community 
clients. 
 
Civic pedagogy  
Civic pedagogy21 is described by Sol Perez Martinez as ‘a situated learning approach 
that uses the environment as a resource to make people aware, skilled and prepared 
to take action over their surroundings, reinforcing a form of local active 
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citizenship’.22 But civic pedagogy has to work both ways. It seems almost self-
evident that Street Society, brokering relationships between community, students 
and the public sector, and situated in community contexts, is an example of civic 
pedagogy. However whilst the learning experienced by the students can be 
demonstrated by end-of-semester teaching evaluations, the learning that occurs with 
community clients is more difficult to ratify. With the funding and support available 
for Street Society we were able to address this gap. The videos generated by the 
Urban Villages Team as part of their documentation process clearly evidenced how 
people were exposed to new perspectives on their own areas.23 When client 
representatives were surveyed six months after Street Society, they were able to 
outline in more detail the nature of their learning as: an increased understanding of 
architectural and urban processes; increased knowledge of the history of their areas; 
insight into the value of working with universities; and interestingly, understanding 
of the need to think more imaginatively. Most poignantly the survey also recorded, 
the community clients’ appreciation of the students’ willingness and ability to listen 
to them. Listening seems like an obvious and innocuous virtue to expect in such a 
process, but clearly for these communities, it is a significant experience. Perhaps 
when professionals had listened previously, professional filters had prevented them 
from hearing what the communities had to say. Perhaps they only asked about 
immediate needs and not about desires for the present or for the future. And 
perhaps, more significantly, students were able to demonstrate through immediate 
and tangible responses that they were indeed actively learning by listening. 
This deep engagement with community voices was most evident in the Pitt 
Park Plug-Ins Project (2017). Months in advance of the Street Society week of 
activities, one of our teams of Masters students reached out to a range of community 
organisations in the Lower Newtownards Road Area (one of the five designated 
‘Urban Villages’) in order to establish project briefs. It is a fascinating area, a 
historically rich and tightly framed urban neighbourhood, though it has suffered 
from de-population, economic decline and trauma from the Troubles. It also 
includes an interface between a small isolated nationalist community and 
neighbouring loyalist communities, each with their own rival paramilitary groups. 
The students were initially discouraged by the Urban Villages Team from 
addressing one of the area’s most contentious sites: the bonfire site in Pitt Park, 
chiefly because rivalry between surrounding fractions had led all previous attempts 
to fail.  
The annual bonfire is one of many around Belfast. Local people collect fuel – 
wood pallets – months in advance of the 11 July when they are ritually burned on 
the evening before ‘The Twelfth’, a day of traditional marching and celebration. Each 
year the bonfires grow higher. They are perceived as a provocation to neighbouring 
nationalist communities, an environmental and safety hazard, and a sign of 
intransigence and unwillingness to move forward. Nevertheless, they are a 
significant part of loyalist culture and identity. The Masters students were keen to 
pursue the project and eventually were able to set-up meetings across a number of 
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stakeholders, some of whom had never before sat around the same table. However, 
the students’ engagement seemed to trigger a willingness to discuss the site’s 
possibilities. In the end, they proposed a phased scheme that included a wrought 
iron gridded pit designed to accommodate both the bonfire and a series of seasonal 
‘plug-in’ installations which would provide interest for all community members, not 
just the bonfire builders. These collective ideas were represented through a series of 
beautifully executed yet easily accessible images: a stimulus for future conversations 
[13-14].   
Street Society increasingly attempted to create a dispersed university. The 
requisite knowledge and skill set required for community-based work is as much 
visceral as it is intellectual, distant from the white, abstracted ‘sugar space’ of the 
university design studio. Being located for the week in communities they were 
working with, students were able to ‘learn in full sight’. East Belfast has the joint 
third lowest proportion of people aged 16 and over enrolled in higher education in 
Northern Ireland.24 The hope was that ‘learning in full sight’ might somehow be 
contagious, made possible by becoming involved in a community of learning. 
Certainly, those community representatives who took part in Street Society were 
able to witness how architectural proposals are generated and how judgements are 
made, preparing them for future encounters with ‘professional’ spatial processes 
and practices. As such, Street Society represents simultaneously architectural and 
civic pedagogy. 
PS2 operates in similar ways to Street Society, linked to pedagogical thinking 
and action, albeit it is structurally more informal and far less constrained in its risk-
taking. Indeed, the early ‘outside projects’ of PS2 were influenced by live project 
teaching experiences from schools of architecture but, instead of students, the 
projects involved artists, geographers, textile designers and historians, working to 
find and uncover hidden or forgotten narratives. These projects were not always 
conducted with, but in sight of, their surrounding communities. At the end of the 
Space Shuttle project described above, Ruth Morrow wrote a short essay examining 
the creative actions carried out within one of the missions and, notably, chose to 
order the text according to concepts of ‘curriculum’, ‘classroom and content’, and 
‘the class’.25 This essay argued that ‘the curriculum was loosely aimed at developing’ 
a ‘sustained and sustainable creativity’ in the post-conflict communities where the 
Space Shuttle landed; and that the content of this ‘curriculum of creativity’ was the 
location of the project itself: the community’s own streets. Drawing from the local 
environment as the focus of the activities, it provided a familiar pedagogical bridge 
with which to capture peoples’ interest. The essay also discussed the mutable and 
fluid profile of ‘the class’ and the potency of intense moments of learning as opposed 
to learning over an extended time. While this text was a post-rationalisation of the 
process, it was the first pedagogical framing of the work and it laid the foundations 
for PS2’s commitment to socio-spatial creative actions as a means to contribute to the 
cultural shift ‘beyond conflict’ in Northern Ireland. 
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A place of freedom and authority in flux 
Education can be understood philosophically not just as something that transforms 
us and sets us free, but also as a place of freedom and experimentation.26 Jan 
Masschelein reminds us that the word ‘school’ stems from the Greek ‘schole’, 
meaning ‘free time’, not in the sense of leisure time but rather in reference to ‘un-
destined and unfinished time’. He argues that education or school is the gap 
between what is possible and what is actual or, referencing Hannah Arendt, 
‘between past and future’.27 While it can be conceptualised as a place of freedom, 
education is not without responsibilities, nor is it a place where the real world is 
excluded – although all-too-often it can seem this way in the architectural design 
studio. Masschelein speaks of education as ‘a time/space where something can be 
and can become present, and where we are in its presence (attentive and attending 
it, not only knowing but also concerned)’. Education is thus a safe place in which to 
scrutinise the world. This constitutes attentive engagement, or ‘intimate scrutiny’ as 
we like to call it – acknowledging intellectual but also physical and emotional 
engagement. Being able to move beyond a passing gaze to examine more closely and 
find value in what surrounds us remains the essential dimension of education. The 
pedagogue has a role here to shine a light: to bring objects and subjects into focus. In 
Masschelein’s words, the pedagogue is involved in giving ‘authority to something, 
bringing students or pupils into its neighbourhood so that it could become common 
or shared’.28 The use of the word ‘could’ is significant. In Masschelein’s classroom, 
the pedagogue is willing to relinquish their power and to stand back after giving 
authority to something, to allow the learner to decide whether that thing has 
authority in their own terms. Creating a space of freedom, and authority in flux, lies 
at the heart of one of PS2’s ‘outside projects’ and, as we will see later, in the 
underpinning concept of improvisation. 
 PeasPark is a space of community activism on a site cleared of abandoned 
housing which acts as an interface between the two opposing communities,29 where 
community and artists, architects, geographers, and others come together in seasonal 
activities, aimed at creating moments of community coherence [19]. What looks like 
a ‘garden’ is a space of ongoing experimentation [20]. Community faces, slogans, 
dreams and drawings are posted on the site hoarding at regular intervals. The 
pixelated-painted storage container houses PeasPark tools and tactics. The chicken 
sculpture was made from earth, timber and chicken wire, led by one of the 
‘gardeners’ and a participant of a Tuesday Drawing Studio [21]. It originated from 
the initial PS2 funding of PeasPark and was organised by artist Duncan Ross. The 
‘Pagoda’ on the site, the PeasPark Bandstand, was led by Paddy Bloomer. 
Prior to PeasPark, there had been several attempts by local residents to create 
a community amenity here: flower beds, a place for children to play, and a place for 
seasonal gatherings. Despite some community willingness at the start, however, all 
interventions were vandalised and eventually failed. PS2 was invited to the site by a 
local community organisation and gained community arts funding to initiate a series 
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of three month-long creative activities. PS2 connected to local residents by erecting a 
‘site bill-board’ on the wasteland site, declaring it in a large poster as a ‘community 
garden soon to come’ [20]. Residents involved in the previous attempts quickly 
grasped the opportunity to take over the site, planting plants, making bizarre 
constructions and staging gatherings.  
The relationship between PS2 and PeasPark is about to enter its seventh year. 
Over this time, PeasPark has evolved into a self-organising space. There is no formal 
governance structure, only a loose collection of pragmatic relationships which serves 
to cover insurances. There are three local residents who give voice to what is 
happening through social media, but otherwise no-one has a defined role. Yet, 
despite appearing somewhat anarchic, PeasPark has been regularly awarded small 
amounts of funding from a range of sources. Whilst PS2 initially led on the events, 
bringing artists and other actors onto the site and into the circle of the local residents, 
it is chiefly local participants now who propose and run events in PeasPark, owning 
the process and drawing on PS2’s resources and connections only when needed. PS2 
is still present of course, but now mostly as fellow ‘gardeners’. Aisling Shannon 
Rusk, when identifying commonalities across a range of what she terms ‘liminal 
spatial praxis’ in Israel-Palestine and Belfast – including PeasPark – lists 
‘relinquishing control’ as a key spatial tactic.30 She argues that this occurs where the 
practitioner is willing to give up power – power derived from status, professional 
expertise, and other social constructs – in order to ‘acknowledge and accommodate 
other ways of knowing and producing space’. This mirrors, to some extent, 
Masschelein’s idea of bringing students or pupils into the neighbourhood of 
knowledge and allowing them to decide whether it is common or shared. But it goes 
further to indicate not only a willingness to give space for the learning of others but 
also, crucially, an openness to becoming a co-learner. We will hear further echoes of 
this approach in the last section of the paper on improvisational theory. 
Beyond its longevity, a sign of PeasPark’s creative success is that it is owned 
by no-one and everyone. Each participant tells the story of PeasPark from their 
particular perspective, even if the stories are contradictory. The activity of the 
‘gardeners’ on the site, manifest in the sculptures, billboards, chickens, strange 
constructions, and landscapes of imagination, has transformed the interface. There is 
a definite sense of freedom in PeasPark which has continued to grow over the years. 
Initial concerns that the actions of PS2 might be ‘too mad‘, especially after one of the 
constructions was dismantled by a neighbour, were rebuked with: ‘we have lived 
through madder times!’ For PS2 there is a clear commitment to this work as a socially 
engaged art practice which draws its own boundary, and not to engage in social 
work. It seeks in all instances to make interesting, provocative artwork in the public 
realm, aligning to Thomas Hirschhorn’s ethos of simply ‘being present and 
productive’,31 and of Masschelein’s idea of being ‘attentive and attending’.  
Without the commitment, presence, and production of PS2 and the artists who 
come to the site, it is questionable whether PeasPark would have sustained itself 
through the early days. However, it is no longer just the practice of the artists and 
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architects involved through PS2, it has also become the personal socio-spatial 
practice of the local participants. PeasPark has become a place of freedom for those 
who use it and in some ways it seems to have transformed some of participants into 
creative practitioners.  
Curiosity, creativity, and artistic practices provide the momentum for 
PeasPark and an underlying pedagogical attitude supports its development. There is 
active learning going on across the site, including open workshops on how to split 
logs, make cider or chicken-wire sculptures, or how to build mud walls or draw 
plants. There is also learning around the edges: by PS2 in terms of how far to push 
activities; by PhD students studying the park as a form of improvisation, in terms of 
self-organised group actions; or as an example of a liminal spatial practice in a 
contested context. There is also an insistence on the freedom of the space, and its 
precariousness helps in that regard. PeasPark has failed to meet the template of a 
fenced and orderly community garden but succeeded, better than could have been 
imagined, in becoming a place of experimentation. Things, ideas and relationships 
do get tested here. At those times, we know to sit, watch and wait, since there is no 
endpoint other than the experimentation and the reflection itself. Pedagogy 
acknowledges that, when moving into new territories or opening up new ways of 
doing things, it is inevitable that things can get uncomfortable. Friction and 
discomfort are indicators of learning. 
 
Improvisation: a theoretical framework 
So far in this paper, the projects of PS2 and Street Society have been examined 
through a pedagogical lens. However, when practice steps outside the normative 
range of activities and crosses into new territories, the lack of proximate theory leads 
to a process of theory-building. This is often carried-out in the field of architecture 
by referencing the theoretical frameworks of other disciplines. From this juncture 
onwards, we argue that improvisational theory brings further clarity, offering new 
potentials and revealing a deeper significance to socio-spatial practices in the 
development of future spaces and places. 
At an early stage in the development of the socio-spatial practices discussed 
in this paper, we referred to what we were doing as ‘Architecture-B’, to avoid 
confusion with what might be called Architecture-A. We understood Architecture-A 
as permanent, heavy, costly and perceived to be driven by a single authorial intent. 
Architecture-B, meanwhile, is light, temporal, cheap, and without any one author. 
Though crude, this profiling allowed us to seek a conceptual framework in other 
disciplines, with a similar silhouette. We found it within a newly formed research 
group: the international interdisciplinary ‘Translating Improvisation Research 
Group’,32 subtitled ‘Beyond Disciplines, Beyond Borders’. TIRG recognised 
improvisational theory as a theory of a creative practice, and as ‘primarily a tacit 
practice within many professional fields outside of the performing arts’. Though 
TIRG is weighted towards music and drama, it also includes practice-led researchers 
from law, psychology, and architecture. 
13 
 
There is an obvious connection between improvisation and socially engaged 
spatial practices, both being temporally- and socially-constructed. Yet the mention of 
improvisation in the context of more formal and permanent manifestations of 
architecture can be somewhat surprising. Even among musicians there is a 
reluctance to use the term, since it is typically perceived as ‘a completely ad hoc 
activity, frivolous and inconsequential, lacking in design and method.’ (Bailey 1993) 
At the same time, musicians themselves understand that improvisation requires 
great skill, preparation, training, and commitment. 
Resonances do exist, however, between improvisation and mainstream 
architectural practice. Most obviously, in the concept of ‘adhocism’, coined by 
Charles Jencks in 1968 to refer to design or architecture that uses ‘an available 
system in a new way to solve a problem quickly and efficiently’.33 Elizabeth Hallam 
and Tim Ingold have observed other connections between improvisation and 
Architecture-A, arguing that regardless of what the architect draws, it is the 
builder’s skill that helps ‘to cajole the materials into doing what the architect wants’, 
noting that in ‘order to accommodate the [architect’s] inflexible design to the realities 
of a fickle and inconstant world, builders have to improvise all the way’.34 
Mainstream architecture’s relationship to improvisation deserves deeper 
examination, much in the same way that Sara Ramshaw and Paul Stapleton have 
examined its role within another prominent profession: Law.35 We are particularly 
interested in how improvisational theory speaks to socially engaged spatial 
practices. Indeed, there is a rich body of theory that links improvisation to civil, 
human and environmental rights. As Daniel Fischlin, Ajay Heble and George Lipsitz 
argue in their seminal text, ‘The Fierce Urgency of Now’, ‘improvisation is at its 
heart a democratic, humane, and emancipatory practice, and securing the rights of 
all sorts requires people to hone their capacities to act in the world, capacities that 
flow from improvisation’.36 
 
Capacities that flow from improvisation.  
We adopted improvisation as a theoretical framework at a mid-point in the practices 
described in this paper.37 It allowed us to extend our pedagogical thinking and use 
techniques and vocabulary that unlocked new interpretations and perspectives on 
the work. From the theory, we identified some key ‘capacities’ and transcribed them 
to our context. They helped us to act with more assurance and steadfastness, 
knowing that what we were pursuing was reflected in the theory and practices of 
others. The capacities that most resonated with our work are set out below, followed 
by a short discussion of where they are evident in the work of PS2 and Street Society 
 
Distributed Authorship 
We often think of musical practice in simple, linear terms: a piece is written by the 
composer, a score is handed to the musician, rehearsed in private, and finally 
performed before an audience. A clear hierarchy of authorship exists because the 
composer defines how musicians interact. If the performer simply plays a 
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predetermined composition, their authorship is restricted, and their role reduced to 
technical reproduction. George Lewis proposed that the degree of authorship 
attributed to improvisers is relative to how a composer-to-performer hierarchy is 
framed.38 Traditionally, so-called Eurological music production restricts personal 
expression, favouring control over a grand narrative: it is the composer that 
predetermines the improvisational moments within a composition. 39 In contrast to 
Eurological production, Lewis offers an Afrological perspective, where personal 
appropriation of a composition is expected. The whole performance is an 
improvisational event where the rules governing the composition are re-worked in, 
and adapted to, each context. The performer becomes a collaborative participant in 
an open work where authorship becomes distributed amongst composer and 
improviser. Afrological improvisation, on the other hand, is the product of social 
interaction, requiring practitioners to not only play the piece, but also to play with its 
authorship. To improvise, in this context, is to acknowledge the agency of each 
participant during performance. The improvisational outcome is an expression of 
place through participation: the result of, what Keith Sawyer calls, ‘collaborative 
emergence’.40 
Thinking of the PeasPark project in terms of improvisation, the agency of each 
participant there is acknowledged and respected. The process has been deliberately 
non-hierarchical project with no explicit lead. Some people provide impulse at 
certain times and others develop upon the theme. For example, someone builds a 
hoarding, others suggest what the hoarding displays, and yet others generate 
responses to those suggestions. Or, PS2 provides a ton of soil and the gardeners and 
kids decide what to do with it. In this sense, authorship is properly distributed.  
In Street Society, alternatively, the conversations between masters students 
and locals begins a process of collaborative brief-making. This leads to students 
producing analysis or design during the Street Society week that opens up further 
conversations in public venues that occasionally trigger community groups to 
further develop and eventually build them into their business plans. It is not 
possible to predict what will result from Street Society because the energy and 
engagement of the participants is so central to the outcome, and likewise it is not 
possible to look at the final outcome – a reconfigured community space – and dissect 
its authorship.  
 
Inciteful listening 
The success and failure of collaborative emergence depends upon each participant’s 
ability to listen carefully, and with compassion. A distinction must be made between 
hearing and listening. To listen is to be incited to respond, to alter one’s actions and 
shift focus from the individual, to the collective.41 If performers miss opportunities to 
respond to one another, fail to develop contributions or correct ‘mistakes’, they are 
‘not listening’ to the ensemble.42 Improvisation is the practice of inciteful listening, 
being moved to respond to others and accept the contingencies that this response 
invokes, challenging participants to hear from multiple perspectives, to distribute 
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agency, and accommodate competing interests. This collective interchange is 
transformative for the participant, and hence practice, with new modes of practice 
emerging from this aesthetic of co-presence.43  
In the early years of Street Society, the act of listening was understood as part 
of the process of students learning about other people’s lives or as the means to 
define the design brief. But, as described above, evaluations of Street Society 
provided strong evidence of the importance of the students simply listening to 
community representatives. Improvisational theory helped us to understand the 
significance of inciteful listening in socio-spatial practices. In Street Society students 
listened without cynicism and scepticism, and those who were ‘listened-to’ sensed 
and profoundly valued this. Listening and being listened to, are inseparable, 
transformational and of immense importance to all involved.  
 
Social Aesthetics 
Aesthetic discussions are often esoteric and inaccessible to people outside a select 
socio-cultural group, with aesthetics frequently considered as an irrelevant add-on 
for those most disadvantaged in society.44 Improvisational theory however asserts 
that aesthetics sits alongside ethics and politics as part of a whole ‘value theory’. 
Being the most implicit of values that we hold, aesthetic sensibilities act not only as 
subtle indicators of our place in society, in architecture they also reinforce the 
separation between the professional designer and layperson. For Tracey Nicholls, 
aesthetics is not a subsidiary societal value, but part of the drive towards justice and 
democracy. She argues that learning to understand cultural ideas concerning the 
beauty of the other is the best way to teach us how to be cultural pluralists, and 
therefore accepting of others.45 The improvisational moment incites us to re-tune 
ourselves to the aesthetics of others, to learn about others, with the other. 
In improvisation there is no unified outcome. The voices are many: friction 
and dissonance are naturally present. Improvisation moves us towards a more 
inclusive aesthetic, accepting un-refined outcomes as part of a more compassionate 
process. All previous practice is provisional, the process is instead continually 
progressive and generative. It is less about co-refining and more about co-evolving.46 
Similarly, Georgina Born, Eric Lewis and William Straw refer to ‘social aesthetics’, 
arguing that, since aesthetic judgements demarcate societal groups, they can be 
deployed to open up societal structures to include those previously excluded.47 
PS2 has a long-standing commitment to social aesthetics. Taking art practices 
out of the usual art locations alters their nature and naturally leads to other means of 
evaluation and other evaluators. One such example was commissioning local 
sculptor, Paddy Bloomer to build a structural element for PeasPark. The resultant 
architectural object, made out of scaffolding, resembled a bandstand – raw in its 
finish – and certainly much smaller than most public bandstands but still, very 
much, a bandstand [22]. It became an unusual and at times controversial gathering 
place for young people in the area, a place for shelter and ‘ghetto’ blasters rather 
than brass bands. The bandstand and other improvised structures led to complaints 
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from some neighbours who viewed PeasPark as a site of anti-social aesthetics. PS2 
has had to accept and respond to some of these local critics, by investing in a 
unifying ground cover, improved signage, and a general commitment to tidiness.  
In terms of Street Society, the impact of social aesthetics is less obvious but 
emergent signs are found in the visual representation that students have developed 
over the years. By the end of the ninth year the students’ presentations rarely 
included abstracted plans and sections, with models being the preferred output, 
alongside images that showed phased changes and included familiar imagery of 
people and places, helping to increase accessibility, strengthen association and make 
both time and scale explicit and tangible dimensions [13-15]. 
 
Adaptive Expertise 
Expertise is cumulative, reliant on years of practice and experience. It is associated 
with technical prowess and having command over a skill set or knowledge bank. 
Expertise is a central component of professionalism and is synonymous with 
foreseeing events, planning in advance, risk limitation, and ideas of prescribed 
quality: within the expert’s unconscious value system. In improvisational theory, the 
term ‘adaptive expertise’ refers to knowledge and skills that are circumstantial and 
contextualised within the improvised event.48 Adaptive, like normative, expertise is 
gained through practice and experience, but rather than being asserted in the 
improvisation, it is attested to in the practice before the improvisation. In other 
words, it is the preparation that allows the actor to be spontaneous and responsive in 
the social context, and ultimately adaptively-expert with others. Improvisation 
places the technical command within the social dimension of practice. Like any 
practice, it is a learning exercise but in improvisation there is an element of 
unlearning in order to relearn in context, developing new layers of collective 
expertise. It is not the technical skill of one or other actor, i.e. the orthodox forms of 
expertise, that adds richness to the improvisation, it is the ability to listen, empathise 
and bring others into play. As Keith Johnstone says, if ‘an improviser is stuck for an 
idea, he shouldn't search for one, he should trigger his partner's ability to give 
'unthought' answers.’49 One could argue that it is within these moments of 
improvisation that we see most acutely the skills, values, and adaptive expertise of 
the practitioner. 
Adaptive Expertise is central to both PS2 outside projects and Street Society. 
Expertise can often be daunting, especially to those who perceive themselves to have 
little to none. Instead emphasis is placed on creating the right conditions for 
collaborative actions to emerge, for example over tea and buns in the case of PS2, or 
via student meetings in Street Society. If normative expertise is ever visible it is in 
the calmness that counteracts any panic. Having worked on both Street Society and 
PS2 outside projects over many years, we know that things will always go wrong – 
but it’s our adaptive expertise, in collaboration with others, that helps us to 
overcome obstacles. One tangible example of adaptive expertise in action was the 
Summer Fair in Ballykinler discussed above. While we have experience of making 
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spatial projects and curating exhibitions, establishing a summer fair was quite 
another experience. We had to draw on the experience and networks of local people 
to order bouncy castles, persuade local traders and craftspeople to take on a stall, 
whilst maintaining some socio-spatial artistic intent. Adaptive expertise actively 
balances on the cusp of how much control you give away and how much you retain, 
between day-to-day life and artistic framing.  
 
In Rehearsal 
In drama, improvisation is used not only as a type of performance but also within 
rehearsal, i.e. before the formal performance.50 In this case, improvisational 
techniques are used to test individual roles, interpersonal dynamics, and limits of 
the formal text and performance space. As a technique used in rehearsal, 
improvisation is a lightly resourced, transitory free space where risk-taking is 
encouraged and consequences are negligible. It therefore allows performers to go to 
the edge of their knowledge, skills and, indeed, values: trialling alternative positions 
before returning to the script with a deeper understanding of the text, self and 
others.51 Improvisation doesn’t just require social enactment. It becomes a space 
where we rehearse and, indeed, experience, identities and socialities, generating new 
knowledge through practice with others. Being in rehearsal resonates strongly with 
the activities of PS2 and Street Society. Both practices, described earlier as 
Architecture-B, are lightly resourced and temporal. Both provide spaces where it’s 
possible to take risks, trial relationships, illuminate motivations and expectations, 
and expose misunderstandings. 
In a context of a post conflict society this becomes more vital than ever. 
Community groups can become quickly disenfranchised and put off using a 
resource if they have not been part of the process and if the process has failed to take 
account of their cultural identity, existing community resources, and future desires. 
This becomes all the more acute in contested sites or when two or more conflicting 
community groups are involved.  
 
Conclusion: prototyping the social in spaces of rehearsal 
Built environment professionals implicitly understand the need to ‘rehearse’ the 
technical. They draw on tried and tested technical precedents, they model physically 
and virtually, and finally they (often) prototype at 1:1. However, whilst the 
principles of construction have remained fairly constant over generations, the 
cultural diversity and identity of each generation and societal grouping is more fluid 
than ever. It is imperative on us to find the means and the spaces where we can test 
the social dimension of space so that, when we build, we build spaces that are 
effective, that are wanted and not just needed, where people feel connected and 
responsible.  
If we can prototype the technical, we must surely also ‘prototype the social’. 
Prototyping the social involves teasing out the social dynamics that occur around a 
potential site of construction. This can't be done in the architect’s office or by 
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questionnaires in public planning consultations. It is most effectively done in 
creative socio-spatial projects – as described in this paper – where it is possible to go 
to the edges of ideas and, potentially, to the beginnings of new localised 
relationships. 
Learning from and building upon improvisational theory, we call these socio-
spatial projects and practices ‘spaces of rehearsal’. The process that leads towards a 
building is complex and a site of much learning for everyone involved. Prototyping 
the social creates an opportunity for the interrelationships between people connected 
directly and indirectly to the process (spatially and professionally) and between 
people and building proposal to be tested. And whilst prototyping the social, we are 
also simultaneously building community.  
Tracey Nicolls reminds us that ‘community is not something we have, but 
something we do’ and, that engagement in a creative process which includes an 
aesthetic collaboration is ‘both an act and a process of solidarity building’.52 Again, 
this characteristic of a creative process. To build community through creative and 
low risk spaces of rehearsal has a significant value in a context emerging from 
conflict. In a time of diminishing resources, increased diversity, climate emergency 
and a politics of precarity, there is a persuasive need to create such spaces of 
rehearsal that challenge age-old values and co-create new socially-just aesthetics that 
bring to voice the full range of communities in our cities and spaces, especially 
where they remain divided and contested. It’s time to improvise. 
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CAPTIONS: 
1 Space Shuttle, Mission One. (lead artist: Call Centre Collective). The Space Shuttle 
became both the venue and the means to communicate a series of activities over a 
two-week period. 
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2 Space Shuttle, Mission One: Space Kids. (lead artist: Call Centre Collective). 
Working with the Director of Armagh Planetarium the young people of Donegall 
Pass designed space suits that would handle the harsh requirements of their local 
environment.  
 
3 Space Shuttle, Mission One: Shiny Sparkly Sunday Afternoon (lead artist: Call 
Centre Collective). The Space Shuttle became a refuge for the women of ‘the pass’ for 
one Sunday afternoon of indulgence. Locating the Space Shuttle directly beside a 
pub renowned for its paramilitary reputation increased the significance of the 
women-only event.  
 
4 Space Shuttle, Mission Five. Find your Perfect Location (lead artist: Mick O’Kelly). 
 
5 Space Shuttle Mission Six: [Humans Identified], (lead artist Amy Russell in 
partnership with Barnardo’s and St. Aidan’s Christian Brothers Primary School, 
Belfast H.I.  
 
6 Ballykinler//Ballykinlar Cultural Centre (lead artist: Anne-Marie Dillon) with the 
‘Ballykinlar Mobile Community Centre’ in the foreground right. 
 
7 Local Souvenir (lead artist: public works) The box held by a local resident contains 
a scaled-down ceramic version of the caravan she stands in front of. The caravan- the 
Ballykinlar Mobile Community Centre- was an earlier project lead by Local Artist, 
Anne-Marie Dillon and the Forever Young Pensioner Group. 
 
8 Ballykinler Village Fair (lead artist PS2). 
 
9 Street Society: The images illustrate the process of the Street Society week. (the 
process of building relationships and defining briefs begins 5 months in advance) 
Students are involved in researching, analysing and designing in groups, based in 
spaces within each of the communities they are working for; presenting their final 
analysis and designs to clients and client feedback. It’s the typical process of a live 
project through in critical contexts. The students come together at the end of the 
project, in this instance in 2016, to present their work on placards (symbols of 
protest) back in the university quadrangle.  
 
10-12 Street Society. These images show the students’ use of representation to inform 
community representatives. In the case of image 10, this is a mapping of 
surrounding community activities intended to ensure that any new building 
proposal acknowledges and works in symbiosis, where possible, with those existing 
enterprises. Image 11-12 show the range and extent of models, including sectional 
models, used to present the massing, scale and volume of the existing built 
environment and surrounding master planning proposals that impinge on perceived 
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community boundaries. Such models are highly valued by community 
representatives and are always handed over to them at the end of each project, 
alongside all drawings. 
 
13-15 Street Society. Images 13-14 are from the Bonfire Site in East Belfast. They are 
indicative of a more accessible style of representation that emerged across the time 
of Street Society. They put the community and recognisable elements from the 
surrounding area at the heart of the image – in this instance the cranes of Harland 
and Wolff dockyards, and they try to represent a range of phased activities and 
alternative uses to illustrate the possibilities of a community space. In image 15 the 
students analysed an existing masterplan for Colin Community in West Belfast 
testing whether it would support the range of cultural activities that the community 
runs across the year, including the Christmas market.  
 
16-18 Street Society often represents and indeed demonstrates activities that can 
release the potential of spaces.  In image 16 we see the students’ proposal for night-
time lighting of historic yet dilapidated mill chimneys in North Belfast, as a means to 
stimulate an industrial heritage trail. Images 17-18 capture the students’ action to 
overcome the challenge of a north-facing greenhouse in a North Belfast School by 
working with pupils to design and build mobile boxes, used both to grow and to 
deliver vegetables to the surrounding community. Representation in this instance 
becomes collective, demonstrable action. 
 
19 Image of the Early stages of Development of Peaspark. Image taken by Artist 
Paddy Bloomer’s weather-balloon-cam. 
 
20 PeasPark Site Hoarding (led by PS2) and Pixelated Shed (led by Duncan Ross)  
Community faces, slogans, dreams and drawings are posted on the site hoarding at 
regular intervals. The pixelated-painted storage container houses PeasPark tools and 
tactics. 
 
21 Chicken sculpture from earth, timber and chicken wire. This was led by one of the 
‘gardeners’ and a participant of the Tuesday Drawing Studio originated within the 
initial PS2 funding of PeasPark and organised by artist Duncan Ross.    
 
22 ‘Pagoda’ The PeasPark Bandstand: (led by Paddy Bloomer).  
 
 
 
 
WEB ABSTRACT: 
This paper sets out the socio-spatial practices of PS2 and Street Society in 
territorialised, post conflict Northern Ireland – whose work combines pedagogical 
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and improvisation theory to prototype distinctive social models. These practices 
were formed by a continual process of practical involvement and reflection (through 
writing) and evaluation (funding permitting), alongside the author-practitioners’ 
search for theoretical concepts that would bring clarity and an alternative 
perspective to the processes and outcomes. Concepts and approaches taken from 
pedagogical theory and, uniquely in the case of architecture, improvisational theory, 
will be used to explore critical aspects of the specific practices, and more generally 
assert that such socio-spatial ‘street pedagogy’ offers a space of rehearsal and 
ultimately, a site for the development of socially-just aesthetics. The paper thus 
proposes a theoretical scaffolding for practices which increase diversity and 
diminish resource consumption in the contexts of climate emergency and a politics 
of precarity. 
 
